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TRANSLATION: LANGUAGES AND CULTURES IN CONTRAST 
By Bento Sitoe 
The aim of this paper is to discuss some issues/concerns related to the process 
of translation that might be useful for the purposes of this seminar. The arguments 
and suggestions outlined here are, of course, applicable to any language. 
The paper raises questions about the binomial language/culture and its 
implications for translation; it also discusses some problems that arise from the 
translation of cultural aspects implicitly embedded into the original text. It 
emphasizes, for good translation, the need for familiarity with both languages. This 
will permit a dynamic translation, by which the message of the source language can be 
so transported into the target language that the response of the second receptor is 
essentially that of the original receptor. And here, the role of the translator is crucial. 
His audacity resides precisely on his capacity and ability to translate without 
betraying the original, on the one hand, and without culturally confusing the speakers 
of the receiver language, on the other hand. 
Language: Words, Symbols, Images, and Cultural Acts 
Languages differ from each other in their form. However, in spite of this 
difference, each of them can express the same contents. In fact, each language has the 
capacity to translate feelings, wishes, and fears; each is able to describe the whole 
reality. The particular form depends on the culture of the given speech community. 
Looked at from this angle, every language is at the same time product and agent of 
culture, and the more the cultures vary, the more the verbalization of the reality varies 
too. 
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African communities produce their culture essentially throughout African 
languages. European languages are still alien for the majority of the indigenous 
population because of their relatively recent acquisition. Within this process of 
producing culture, and considering the language as an instrument and means, the 
African man acts upon his society forging, instilling, and introducing new values of 
culture. But, as the language itself is a cultural inheritance, it acts upon the man, 
making him rationalize in terms and parameters dictated by the culture that shapes 
the language he uses. This is due to the fact that language, as a product of culture, is 
not a still and passive instrument; it conveys conceptions, and reflects geographic 
conditions and historical circumstances. 
When one produces a message, one has in mind a certain public with which he 
shares similar cultural experiences, and so he does not need to clarify peculiar terms. 
But the moment the message has to be transferred to a different audience, it will 
necessarily suffer some alterations. The new receiver will understand the massage on 
the basis of his own experience of cultural background because it is assumed that any 
language, besides the communicative function, has a so-called cumulative function, 
which is, in its essence, the ability to reflect, fix, and preserve the information of the 
reality perceived by man. This function derives from the inseparability of language 
and culture, two aspects of the same reality. 
The mastery of the communicative function of a given language is not 
sufficient to establish deep contacts between individuals with different cultures. nor 
for them to understand adequately each other's literature. Accurate communication 
can be fully obtained when one becomes familiarized with the culture and other socio-
informative aspects of the community that uses the language, i.e. if he dominates the 
cumulative function of the language (Chaclein, 1987:23). In fact words transmit images 
based on the experience of the people accumulated over centuries, and this experience 
became a permanent psychological concept. To ignore this point when transferring 
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any message to a new receiver is to neglect the main point of the meaning of 
translation: linguistic and cultural transference. 
That is the reason why year after year I feel myself Jost and troubled when, on 
the 25th of December, under a canicular heat, sweating abundantly, imprisoned inside 
a small zinc-roofed chapel I have to sing with great emotion: <It is Christmas/ It is 
snowing and freezing/ A new-born baby is sleeping/ His name is Jesus/ The lovely 
baby is sleeping in a crib/ Under the protection of the warm blowing of the cows>! I 
need a sieve to disperse the snow and get the very meaning of the Christmas message. 
It is not by mere chance that every man speaks with ease and expresses himself with 
more spontaneity and confidence in his own language and environment. This arises 
from the fact that we can communicate, transmit experiences, and discuss issues 
concerned with our communities; in sum, we can Jive and produce culture without the 
need of any kind of sieve (Sitoe, 1989a:65). 
It should be noted that it is not my intention to confine all our cultural 
manifestations to the exclusive use of African languages and symbols. It is a right of 
any group to use any tool at its disposal to build up its culture. The use of European 
languages by African people (namely by writers) transformed gradually the former 
instrument of oppression into a tool of cultural and literary liberation. African people 
"domesticated" the European languages and use them to express their hopes and fears. 
to summarize their experiences and to (re)establish the dignity of their communities. It 
is this dignity lost during the colonial period that must be regained. Mastering the 
European languages, African people use them as a new component of their culture 
and-ironically-they use those languages to reaffirm their African personality: 
Caliban, the slave, condemning the exploitation and the retrograde values of the 
oppressor through the own language of Prospero, his master! When I underline the 
need for knowledge of both the language and the culture of the group with which we 
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want to be in touch it is because I assume that nowadays we need both instruments to 
share our experiences, to communicate, and to transmit messages from group to group. 
Translation: Languages in Contrast 
To translate is to put two different languages and cultures in contrast. This 
task is complicated by the fact that each language is a relational structure or a system 
of relations in which the essence and the existence of the units we identify as 
theoretical constructions when analyzing a sentence of a particular language are the 
result of those relations and are intrinsically connected within the culture of the 
linguistic community. So, to translate a sentence from one language (the source 
language) to another is somehow to discover its meaning (through the analysis of the 
relations referred above), and then to construct a sentence in the target language that 
possesses the same meaning. 
An ingenuous monolingual speaker believes that the lexemes are independent 
from the language he speaks and can be easily translated to another language by the 
lexemes that have a common meaning, but this is not true for the fact that different 
languages organize the lexical fields in different ways. To illustrate this point. let us 
see how different languages have organized the field between "tree" and "forest" 
( diagram taken from SITOE, 1989b: ?22) 
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Portuguese Tsonga French English Polish German Danish 
arvore nsinya arbre tree drzewo baum 
lenha rihunyi trae 
drewno holz 
madeira pulangu bois wood 
bosque 
xihlahla las wald skov 
floresta foret forest 
The context and the knowledge of a particular community's language and 
culture have a very important role in clarifying any ambiguous word or expression. In 
our example, English "wood" should stand (according to the different contexts) for 
Portuguese "lenha," "madeira" and "bosque"; and Danish "trae" for "arvore," "lenha" and 
"madeira," and so forth. 
Closely related to the tendency to match words between the source and the 
target languages is the tendency to use the same word in the target language in every 
context in which a word occurs in the the source language. But even between related 
languages, like Spanish and Portuguese, this is not completely possible, and it is even 
less so between languages that are quite unrelated. The following comparison between 
Tsonga (Mozambique) and English (adapted from Beekman, 1974:29) will serve to 
illustrate this point. In all of the following expressions the Tsonga verb "kuja" ("to eat") 
is used, but English requires a different word or expression each time: 
Tsonga 
kuja male (to eat money) 
ku ja ndzhaka 
(to eat one's heritage) 
kuja ngqhondho 
(to eat one's mind) 
English 
to spend money 
to inherit a legacy 
to ponder over 
kuja mbitsi (to eat distress) to be very distressed 
kutija (to eat oneself) 
kutijisa mahele 
(to cause oneself 
to eat cockroaches) 
to be vain 
to bring poverty on oneself 
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It can be seen from the above that the translation process involves at least two 
essential components: form and meaning. The translator has to be sensitive to the 
meaning of a particular word in relation to a given context. So his first task is to 
understand accurately the message he wants to translate. On the one hand, the 
message depends on the form (without form there is no message), but on the other it is 
independent from form: we can extract the message from its original form and put it 
into another one and the message will still exist. 
According to Wiesemann (1986:2) the message has two parts: the semantic 
contents and the intention of the author. The latter is very difficult to discern. So, the 
translation process can be summarized using the following diagram (taken from 
Wiesemann, 1986:6): 
Text 
in the Sourc 
angua 
Translation 




discovering the meaning re formula ting the meaning 
I 
1 ~--------------~ I 
'->I CONTENTS AND INTENTION ~ 
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The above diagram shows that the form of the message presented in the source 
language must be adapted by the process of translation to fit into the new form of the 
receiver language. Now, another diagram illustrating the precedent: 
Source Language 
Estou com sono 
"I am sleepy" 
I 
Target Language 1 
Ndzilava kuyetlela 
"I want to sleep" 
Target Language 2 
I want to sleep 




I have already said that the intention of the speaker is crucial and is not easy 
to discern. It will be the context which will decide if "Estou com sono" means (a) "I am 
sleepy [but I cannot sleep]" or (b) "I am sleepy [and I want to sleep]." My youngest 
daughter used to say "Estou com son" to mean that she wanted her supper served. 
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Translation: The Challenge of the Cultural Component 
What we have discussed hitherto is the translation at word level. Let now turn 
to look at another aspect of translation. 
It is often said that a translation should not sound like a translation at all. 
Well, here, the problem is how to translate familiar or unfamiliar information 
meaningfully when "language" means not only the verbal system but also the whole 
symbology expressed by gestures, images, comportmental attitudes, and cultural acts, 
all of them assumed as cultural manifestations. I have already stated that the African 
system of communications is based essentially on orality. We have to be conscious at 
all times of the fact that oral tradition substantiates and controls all the aspects of life 
in Africa and the oral speech is the tale, the legend, the fable, the song, the poetry -
i.e. the literary forms which allow the expression of all, both real and imaginary, facts. 
Orality derives from direct communication. Its existence is based on the real 
presence of two elements: the speaker and the hearer, both bearing an active attitude 
of participation. Written speech, on the other hand, belongs to a mediated 
communication in which there is a sheet of paper between the writer and the reader. 
The reader cannot have any influence on the development of the speech at all. So 
when one language is transferred to a sheet of paper. it loses much of what constitutes 
the richness and the most interesting characteristics of the ora!ity in our languages: 
the interjectional richness, the mimic, the narrative rhythm and structure, and the 
direct intervention of the audience. On the other hand, the original author does not 
need to explain every symbol or cultural device in his text. But when the text is 
transferred to another reader, it gives rise to certain problems. To illustrate the issue, 
let me try to present this dialogue between an adult and a child: 
ADULT - Ah! Good morning, my son .... 
CHILD - Good morning, father. I ... I came here because .... 
ADULT - What is the matter? Any message from your father? 
CHILD - Yes. He said that tomorrow he has to go to town to see the administrator. 
ADULT - He said what? ... 
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CHILD - I mean ... he will go to see the administrator and he wanted someone to go 
with him .... 
ADULT - To see the administrator tomorrow .... Oh, yes. And he is asking me to go 
with him .... 
CHILD - He said: "You know, white is white, we never know what can happen .... " 
ADULT - That what? 
CHILD - Father would like you to help him in this affair because one must be always 
prudent when dealing with the white man .... 
ADULT - I understand. Tell him that I will go with him, and. . . . Ah! Here are some 
mangoes. Eat, my son .... 
CHILD - No, thank you. I have to go back right away .... 
ADULT - Oh, come on, my little boy. It doesn't take much time to eat some mangoes, 
you know .... 
CHILD - I thank you very much .... 
Well, the first assumption in the interpretation of this text (by a reader who is 
alien to the culture of the writer) is that a child is delivering a message from his 
father to one of his relatives and is speaking so low that the adult needs to ask him to 
repeat some passages of the message, or perhaps the old man is a little deaf. But let me 
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now show the real intention of the author, by the addition of the comments of the 
reader whose cultural background is similar to that of the author. Let us read again 
the dialogue with the reader's comments between square brackets: 
ADULT - Ah! Good morning, my son .... 
CHILD - Good morning, father. [There is a young boy talking to his father ... ] I ... I 
came here because .... 
ADULT - What is the matter? Any message from your father? [Aha! The kid is 
talking to a relative, not to his own father.] 
CHILD - Yes. He said that tomorrow he has to go to town to see the administrator ... 
ADULT - He said what? ... 
CHILD - I mean ... he will go to see the administrator and he wanted someone to go 
with him .... 
ADULT - To see the administrator tomorrow .... Oh, yes. And he is asking me to go 
with him .... 
CHILD - He said: "You know, white is white,, we never know what can happen ... " 
[Very true! The white man is like hot soup: we must take him slowly-slowly from 
the edges of the bowl ... ] 
ADULT - That what? [Oh! How well-educated is this child! He speaks low before the 
adults. He is not like those crazy town boys who speak loudly looking right in our 
face.] 
CHILD - Father would like you to help him in this affair because one must be always 
prudent when dealing with the white man .... 
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ADULT • I understand. Tell him that I will go with him, and .... Ah! Here are some 
mangoes. Eat, my son .... 
CHILD • No, thank you. I have to go back right away .... [Oh, what a boy! Very 
polite. We must never accept any food at once!] 
ADULT• Oh, come on, my little boy. It doesn't take much time to eat some mangoes, 
you know .... 
CHILD· I thank you very much .... [Look at him! He really wanted them! He will be 
an impressive and self-contained man!] 
And here, once more, the question is: how to translate cultural information like 
that above? It should be noted that the translation needs a creative action: to pass on 
the message as soon as identified the intention of the author, it is necessary to find a 
verbalization adequate to the target language and corresponding to the exigences of 
the source text because, as Zgusta acknowledges, 
the translator is not obliged to produce a word-for-word translation. 
To take an oversimplified example: a person in a novel is 
characterized by his impolite speech; in a passage, this is expressed 
by his use of impolite words referring to, say, eating. If the target 
language happens to have no full equivalents [i.e. no equivalent 
words. designating eating with the connotation of being impolite], 
the translator has no choice but to use those words of the target 
language with the same designation (eating), and characterize the 
speaker by the choice of some other impolite expression. In this 
way, there is no absolute one-to-one correspondence between 
individual words in the original and those in the translation, but the 
whole meaning of the original passage is conveyed by its translated 
counterpart (1971:296). 
But this strategy raises another controversial point: that of fidelity. 
Nevertheless, we must be aware that a word-for-word translation could not reproduce 
the literary form and atmosphere of the original. Every language has peculiarities that 
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oblige the translator to refashion many of the idioms, symbols and even cultural and 
rhetorical devices. 
When I said that a translation should not sound like a translation, I had in 
mind that the sense of that affirmation is related to the manner in which the 
information is communicated but not to the matter which is communicated. A 
dynamic translation conveys to the new reader or hearer the same information that 
the original conveyed to its readers or hearers. 
Now, to come to the end of this discussion, I should say that I believe that a 
good translation makes a natural use of the linguistic structure of the target language 
so that the recipients of that translation understand the message with ease. 
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